Hermetic writings are a good example of the attempt to retain both philosophy and the pagan religions; so also are the writings of the Neoplatonists and the Neopythagoreans.
It is evident, therefore, that the art of mixing together systems of thought and beliefs was known long before the Arabs, and that syncretism was a prominent feature of the late Hellenic period. When Greek philosophy was translated into Arabic many of the books of that period-the authors of which are unknown-must have been among its texts. The so-called " Theology of Aristotle" C UJl .Lk' .-) ,l, "The Clarification of the Pure Good,"
.1 A -.1 j r-L.) Y1, " The Hermetic Writings," are typical examples. In my view, it is to such texts as these, which were definitely known in the Moslem world from the earliest times, that we must look for an explanation of the eclectic character of Moslem thought. Certainly the Arabs knew Plato, Aristotle, and other Greek philosophers in the original-at least so far as some of their books are concerned. But they must have also been acquainted with other forms of Greek philosophy such as are depicted in the texts just referred to. Their debt to such texts seems to be enormous, perhaps far greater than their debt to the original masters themselves. We know that they never troubled themselves about the authors of the books that came to them; much less about the genuine attribution of such books to their authors. They were more concerned with the subject matter of philosopy, whatever quarter it came from. They did not know Plotinus except perhaps by name, but when Plotinus' Enneads came to them under the guise of the Theology of Aristotle or some other form it played a tremendous role in the development of their thought.
Similarly with the so-called Hermetic Writings. Every Moslem thinker set himself the task of reconciling Islamic dogma with the rational speculation which came to him under the name of Greek philosophy, whether it was genuinely Greek or Greco-Persian or Greco-Egyptian, or a mixture of all these and other elements. But nothing could have appealed to his heart more than the mixture of philosophy and religion known as the Hermetic Writings, which were probably designed for a purpose similar to his own. The authors of these writings, who flourished in the third century A.D., were dissatisfied with the traditional Greek philosophy as it was handed down to them from generation to generation. They found in Plato and Aristotle and their commentators much food for their minds but little or no food for their souls. They were anxious to know philosophy only as a means of knowing God and drawing near to Him. God, for them, was not the abstract incommunicable Prime Mover of Aristotle nor the Ideal Good of Plato, but the living and working Principle, both in the physical world without and in the human soul within. God, according to the Poimander, is Will, and His Being is in Willing things to be.
My object in what follows is to draw attention only to one of the groups of eclectic Greek writings which, in my opinion, have greatly influenced Moslem thought, i.e. the Corpus Hermeticum. I shall try to illustrate that influence by parallel examples of leading ideas from both sides, and to indicate the possible channels through which the Hermetic ideas were transmitted to the Moslems.
The evidence I wish to put forward to prove that the Moslems were well acquainted with Hermetic writings is twofold. On the one hand, it is based on examination of some of the ideas and themes that are to be found in the writings of Moslem philosophers and mystics; and on the other, it is derived from the historical study of the spread and development of the Hermetic writings in the East at a certain period and from references made to these writers by some leading Arabic writers such as al-Qifti.1 I shall speak of the internal and external evidence respectively, but prefer to deal with the external evidence first.
THE EXTERNAL EVIDENCE
The writings attributed to Hermes Trismegistus continued to flourish in some centres of learning outside Alexandria, where they were first written. When their importance in the Hellenistic world diminished, after the middle of the sixth century, they continued to play a vital part in the intellectual life of the city of Harran, which retained its heathen religion until the second century of the Hijra. It was called by the Greeks E'AAqvo'7roAs, and it was the pagans of Harran more than anyone else, as Professor E. G. Browne says, who, under the Abbaside Khalifate, " imparted to the Moslems all the learning and wisdom of the Greeks .... Many of these attained positions of the greatest eminence as physicians, astronomers, mathematicians, geometricians, and philosophers. ^;1-1 that on one of his military campaigns in the lands of the Byzantines he was received by people who came to swear allegiance to him. Among them were the Harraniyyufn, who were clad in tightly fitting coats and wore their hair very long. Al-Ma'mfun objected to their strange appearance, and when he asked them whether they were Christians or Jews or Magians they replied that they were Harranians. On being asked further whether they had a prophet and a sacred book they mumbled something. Al-Ma'mun said: " Then you must be heretics and worshippers of idols; your blood is lawful . . . you must choose either Islam or any of the religions which God has mentioned in His Book, otherwise you shall be exterminated." Some of the Harranians became Moslems or Christians, while others refused to give up the old religion of their fathers and tried to find a name of a religion mentioned in the Qu'ran to attach themselves to, a holy book to call their own, and a prophet to claim to be his followers. They called themselves the Sabi'ah, on the advice of a certain Moslem jurist, ci9, a name which was not known in Harran until that time.
Al-Ma'mun never returned, because he died during the campaign, but the heathens of Harran, having called themselves by the new name of Sabi'ah, claimed the protection of the Moslems at all times. Their religion, which for a long time was kept a secret, they now openly declared. It seems that they were not satisfied to stop at that, but thought hard of a name of a prophet and a name of a sacred book. They declared that their religious teachings were to be found in the Hermetic writings, and that the prophets were Hermes Trismegistus and Agathodaimon, who are mentioned therein. Yaqzdn is cast in the symbolic and shadowy style which is characteristic of the later Persian writers. Its symbolism is so difficult that even with the help of a commentary the meaning of some of its passages still remains obscure. When we translate it into ordinary simple language we obtain the following picture :-The human soul wandered off one day into the boundless sphere of freedom. She had already rid herself of all the ties that bind her to the physical world, so that she became pure and capable of receiving the divine illumination. She met the Divine Mind, which appeared to her in the form of a magnificent old man; so old, and yet so young and fresh. His old age only added to his dignity and comeliness, for he is not subject to the laws of corruption and generation which govern our world. She at once felt the affinity between herself and that Mind and realized her need of him. Moreover, she felt an urgent impulse to draw near him and discourse with him; and he responded, thus revealing to her the inmost secrets of his heart. He disclosed to her his identity: who he is, whence he came, and what his business is. He is the " Living ", the son of the " Awake ". His father is the Mind of all Minds (God); his home is the Holy city r-JlI .-i--the transcendental world. His business is pure intellection : JAj'*;' for he is pure intellect, and in comprehending himself he comprehends all things. He tells the soul that he had received from his father " the keys of all the divine sciences ", and when she questions him concerning these sciences he explains to her all the mysteries of creation and the extraordinary powers of the human soul. He also shows her the way to combat her evil passions and win her rightful place in the spiritual world. But Hayy insists that spiritual ascension is impossible so long as the soul is weighed down by the chains of the physical world, and unless she severs all relations with the body for ever she has no hope of attaining her goal. He points out to her that there are two sides to the realm of existence: the Western side \ il : -; which is the material, and the Eastern side, k.l ' -Il;, which is the spiritual side wherein permanent light is for ever shining. Then he takes her up to the Planets and far beyond, showing her the inhabitants of each planet and explaining their specific characteristics. They go through the spheres one by one until they reach the "sphere of the First Active Intellect" (Jl.xJI IJiJ\ JgJY) whom Hayy describes as the father of all intellects and the king to whose services all other intellects are devoted, and whose command they all obey. This king, he says, is above all definition and description. His beauty surpasses all beauty and whoever gazes at his beauty is blinded by the radiance of his countenance. His beauty is its own Veil; like the sun, its own light prevents those who gaze at it from seeing it. But he is a most generous king. The following is a summary of the main points of the book :
(1) The first created thing is the " Word of God " ( 31l), and by means of the " Word " other things were created. God cannot be the cause of created beings since the cause of anything must in one respect resemble that of which it is a cause and in another respect be different from it. But there is no resemblance whatever between God and created beings. The " Word " of God cannot be perceived by the senses because it possesses nothing of the physical qualities, yet all things are created by it through the Will and Command of God. Created things do not apprehend the " Word ", because that which is not created is beyond apprehension.
(2) The first thing that was made manifest is the light of the " Word " of God. From it activity was generated, and from activity, movement; and from movement, heat. This is how " caused things " began. From movement and heat, life was generated-namely plants, animals, then man.
The author goes on to explain how the four elements were formed and how the compounds of the elements and the heavenly bodies came into being. He concludes that the only part which the " Word " played in creation was to bring movement into being; all other things issued forth in a purely natural manner without the intervention either of the " Word " or of the " Will " of God, except in so far as they were the primal causes of creation. This is obviously an attempt at reconciling natural philosophy and metaphysics, and it has its exact parallel in the Hermetic writings. Hermes says: "Every movement issues from the Power which moves all things; for there are two kinds of movement, the potential and the actual. The former preserves all the parts of the world and moves them internally; the latter encompasses the world and moves it externally. The two kinds are inseparable. Nature brings individual things into being; it preserves them and sows the seeds of life in the moving matter. When matter becomes hot on account of movement it turns into fire and water, and when fire acts upon water it dries a part of it which becomes earth . . . When heat, cold, moisture, and dryness are mixed together in a certain proportion spirit is generated." (3) The author of our text goes on to say: " When heat was generated from movement it accelerated it and matter became extremely agitated. This state lasted for twenty-six thousand five hundred years. Owing to this movement matter was divided into different kinds, according to weight, and twelve strata were formed. The lowest stratum was void of movement and heat, but acquired heat from the strata above it and was thus set in motion. The parts which became warm rose up and other strata were formed; each consisted of seven parts. This was the beginning of the seven heavens and seven earths. (c) Muhyid-D7n Ibn 'Arab7. Ibn 'Arabi also seems to have been very much under the influence of Hermetic thought. His books, perhaps more than those of any other Moslem writer, show those peculiar qualities which are characteristic of Hermetic literature. It is true that Ibn 'Arabi had a foot in every camp so to speak, and drew his material from various sources, most of which I have discussed in my book on his mystical philosophy.1 I am convinced that the Hermetic literature referred to above must be counted among his main sources. Some of the fundamental ideas of his system have their parallels in the Hermetica, although, as usual, he interprets them in his own way to adapt them to his pantheistic doctrine; and many of his important terms, such as " chaos ", " breath of God ", " light ", " darkness ", " water ", " the divine word ", " spiritual ascension to the celestial spheres and the spheres beyond ", " the presence of God ", are to be found in the Hermetic texts. It will suffice to give only a few examples where the resemblance is most obvious :-(i) Perhaps the most remarkable similarity is to be found between some parts of the Fusus al-Hikam and Libellus V, which is entitled " Discourse of Hermes to Tat: that God is hidden from sight yet is most manifest ". This Libellus is the most mystical and pantheistic discourse in the Hermetica, hence the nearest to Ibn 'Arabi's ideas and manner of expression. The likeness is so great that practically every sentence in the Libellus has its equivalent in the Fusus, a fact which cannot be put down to mere accident. Here is a summary of the main points:-"God is everything that exists, for He is the creator of all existents, but He is also everything that does not exist (externally) for the non-existent is contained in His essence.2 He can only be apprehended by the mind, yet can be seen with the naked eye (in the forms of the universe). Ibn 'Arabi expresses the same idea, using the word " mercy " instead of the word " good ". The mercy of God embraces all things: i.e. it brings them into being, " for there is nothing that mercy does not 'remember' ; and mercy's remembrance of things is the very act of its bringing them into being " (Fus., p. 178). " This is God's Supreme work... He pervades the so-called created and fashioned beings, and were it not for this there would have been no existence, for He is the very Essence of existence, and He is the preserver of every thing by means of His Essence " (Fus., p. 111 ; cf. also Fus., p. 55: " Were it not for the fact that God permeates all existent objects by means of (His) image the universe would have no existence ").
The The major part of the book is devoted to the soul and the means of delivering her from the evils of lusts and passions, so that she may live her true life and experience the real delights which are in store for her in the spiritual world. This can only be attained by the realization that the soul is not of this world; that it belongs to the world of true being and everlasting happiness; and that her ultimate aim should be to purge herself of all the defilements of the world of The Moslems were certainly acquainted with the main attributes of Hermes, but to them he was only a man of extraordinary powers and great prophetic genius, not a god. He was associated with occult sciences such as magic, alchemy, talismans, and astrology; in fact, with everything that had to do with miraculous powers and wisdom. They called him " the three-times wise " (l&i. '-'I21) instead of "the three-times great " (trismegistus), which was the epithet conferred on him by the Greeks. This seems to have led them, or rather misled them, into the belief that there were three persons with the name Hermes instead of one: namely, (a) Hermes of Hermes's (4'l> A1 ir~) who is supposed to have lived before the Flood. He is identified with the Prophet Idris (= Enoch) and described as the first man to discourse on celestial substances and medicine. He, they say, was born in Egypt-in Memphis-and after a journey round the world, returned thither. When he died God took him to Himself. (b) The Babylonian Hermes, who is said to have flourished after the Flood. He was conversant with alchemy, medicine, philosophy, and the science of number. According to them he was a pupil of Pythagoras,l and Ibn al-Nadim adds that " he was one of the custodians of the Seven Houses (of the Planets), and to him was given the custody of the House of Mercury, after whose name he was called. At one time he became the king of Egypt and when he died he was buried in the village of Abi Hermes, commonly known as al-Haramayn (the two Pyramids). He had many sons, including Thot, Ashmon, and Qift." (c) The Egyptian Hermes Trismegistus is so called, says Qifti, because he was the third Hermes; the second being the Babylonian Hermes. This Hermes also, according to the Arab authors, lived after the Flood, and was renowned for his wisdom and knowledge of alchemy.
Apart from some historical inaccuracies the picture which the Arabs give of Hermes corresponds pretty well with that outlined in Greek legend. Other elements certainly crept in from Jewish and Moslem quarters which account for the multiplicity of the Hermes's, and for regarding them as actual men and prophets instead of mythical and legendary figures. The Greek and Arab accounts agree in associating Hermes with occult sciences and philosophy in general and particularly with Egypt in one way or another. It seems to me fair to conclude that the first Hermes was a creation of the Jewish mind; the second perhaps invented by the heathen people of Harran; and the third the real Egyptian or Greco-Egyptian Hermes whom the Arabs knew tolerably well and whose writings (or those attributed to him) they knew much better.
